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THE THEFT OF THE SUN
by Douglas A. Rossman
t is told that when the great skald Dag
Orm.seeker was but a mere lad, his
mother, the swan-maiden Hervor, sent
him off to live with her brother, Ragnar
Rune-Wise, the fatherless boy having
reached an age when he required the
kind of training that only a man could
provide. Ragnar was not an ordinary man, however,
but a kindly wizard of middle years who travelled
widely, hobnobbed with elves, and knew a thing or two
about dragons. Small wonder then that the boy was to
receive a most unorthodox education... yet one that
was to serve him well in years to come.
The first winter of Dag's fostering, his uncle took
him along on a Hjultide visit to Ragnar's old friend
Yngve Elf-Brow, the king who ruled the Alfmark, a
beautiful land of wooded hills, fertile valleys, and
tranquil mirrored lakes--now all covered with a
blanket of white--that bordered the domain of the
elves. Ragnar's promise that Dag might actually meet
some of these fabled beings, who normally had nothing to do with humankind, seemed almost too wonderful to be true.
King Yngve's hall was crowded for the festivities
on Hjul Eve, and the high-spirited merrymaking
promised to last until dawn. Mindful of his young
charge's need for a good night's sleep-- regardless of
the occasion--Ragnar bade their host and the assembled company a reluctant good night and herded
Dag out of the hall.
"Well, lad, how did you enjoy the Hjultide
celebration tonight? Did you eat your fill?" Ragnar
playfully poked his nephew's stomach as they trudged
through the snow from the hall to the outbuilding
where the king, thoughtful of- their privacy, had
quartered them.
"Oh, uncle, it was wonderful. And I ate so much I
thought I'd burst." The boy chuckled at the thought.
"But I've so many questions I wanted to ask you all
evening. Mother never would explain anything! Why
was that big boar brought into the hall? And why did
those men put their hands on its back and make vows
to Frey about the great deeds they would do during
the coming year?" Dag paused for breath as they
reached their quarters, opened the door, and went
inside. "And why did they burn the Hjul Log? And, for
that matter, I don't understand why this time of the
year is called Hjultide anyway. I would think
'Wheeltime' would be in the summer when we can ride·

wagons, not in the middle of winter when wheels are
useless,"
As they stomped the snow off their boots, Ragnar
held up both hands in mock surrender. "Enough, my
boy, enough. You ask more questions than King Gylfi
when he visited Asgard. My poor sister truly did
neglect your education, didn't she?" He sighed gently.
"Still I know you ask not out of idle curiosity, but from
a thirst for knowledge, so I'll answer all your questions. It's a long story--your namesake, Dag
Daybringer, is in it, by the way-- so you'd better be
ready for bed in case you fall asleep before the tale is
fully told."
"Oh, uncle, I'd never do that," Dag exclaimed, but,
pulling off his boots and outer garments, he slipped
beneath the eiderdowncomforter and awaited eagerly
the weaving of his uncle's tapestry of words.

***

yyeimdall, the Watcher, was perhaps the first to
.IInotice that something was wrong. Although dawn
had broken and Dag Daybringer had long since set out
on his journey across the sky vault, his shining-maned
horse, Skinfaxi, spreading the light of day in his wake,
that light was strangely cold and pale. And there was
something odder still... Sol Sun-Maiden, her two horses, and the blazing sun wheel which they drew behind
them should have cleared the far horizon by now and
begun to warm the eastern lands. But the horses
Arvak and Alsvid, their beautiful rider, and their precious burden were nowhere to be seen...even by eyes
as sharp as the Watcher's, which could pierce the
densest clouds.
Heimdall paced back and forth beside the Rainbow Bridge, perplexed and pondering. C~uld the
giant wolf Skell, who was forever pursuing So ·finally
have caught and swallowed her? But no; surely ears
keen enough to hear the sound of grass growing would
have detected Sol's screams of terror, and Heimdall
had heard nothing amiss. Still, with each passing
minute, he became ever more certain that something
dreadful had happened to his kinswoman Sol and her
charge. The air was becoming increasingly colder
without the sun wheel to warm it, and the atmosphere
promised the imminent appearance of snow. If Sol did
not soon resume her daily ride, the eternal cold of
Fimbul Winter would descend upon the Nine Worlds
and many beings could perish.
Heimdall clenched his golden teeth and slowly
shook his head. The threat was much too serious for
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the Watcher to simply remain at his post wondering
and worrying ... and hoping that one of the other gods
would resolve the mystery. No, save for Odin himself,
none of the others was as qualified for the task as
Heimdall--and in a time of crisis it was needful that
the Allfather remain in Asgard.

Heimdall turned on his heel and strode back to
his fortress home, Himinbjorg, which loomed beside
the bridgehead. Hurrying inside he shouted for his
steward, an alderly elf who bad managed the
household affairs at Himinbjorg for many ages.
"Stadok, I'm off to Delling's Door to find out
what's amiss with my kinswoman Sol and the sun
wheel she guides. They seem to have disappeared,and
it's getting colder by the minute."
"Oh, d-dear, that d-doesn't sound good," the
usually unflappable steward stammered. "I d-do hope
you can find them soon, Lord Varvis,"
"As do I, old friend, as do I. So tell Vavsun to
saddle Gulltopp for me and provision his saddlebags
whilst I change into some warmer clothing and strap
on my sword."
"And the Gjallarhorn, Lord Varvis? If mischief is
afoot, there may be giants on the move." The reliable
Stadok's voice was steady now. "Better prepared and
need naught, than unprepared and need much' as the
saying goes."
Heimdall's golden smile filled the room. "You're
right, Stadok, as usual. I'll shrink the horn so I can
carry it beneath my cloak." So saying, he hurried off to
prepare for his journey.
A short time later, mounted upon his goldenmaned steed, Heimdall addressed the fur-clad elf who
had held the reins for him. "Vavsun, your eyes are the
keenest of a sharp-eyed race, so as I become the
Secker I entrust to you the task of being the Watcher.
Should the giants-or any others who might threaten
Asgard-- approach the Rainbow Bridge, get word to
Odin as fast as you can."
Vavsun's eyes gleamed as he responded. "You
can rely on me, Lord Varvis. Now fare you well to
Delling's Door."
With a wave of his hand, Heimdall wheeled
Gulltopp and galloped over the Rainbow Bridge
toward Midgard and the portal through which the sun
wheel emerged each morning. Though the distance
was great, Gulltopp ran like the wind--his mane and
that of his unhooded master flowing out behind them-so that day was not fully sped ere they came to a halt
by Delling's Door, the eastern gatewayto the Underworld.
The intricatelycarved, rune-bordered portal was
closed, but three elves and a taller being stood before
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the gate apparently trying to determine how to open
it. They turned as one when Heimdall rode up and, as
he dismounted, the taller being strode toward him,
throwing back his hood to reveal the handsome headless face and golden hair of Frey, the patron god of the
elvish race. Though be lacked Heimdall's golden
teeth, the smile he flashed was only a whit less dazzling.
"Well met, Heindall, my dear fellow. I should have
known that you'd be along at any minute. You never
could just sit at home when there was a mystery to
solve or a fair maiden to rescue, eh? Of course not ... as
my sister, Freyja, bas bad good reason to appreciate."
He released Heimdall's right hand, which he bad been
vigorously pumping. "Actually, this whole beastly
business is more your sort of thing than mine, anyway;
I'd rather preside over a rousing fertility rite any day,
but you know how the elves feel about the sun--Fair
Wheel, they call it--so I felt I'd better come and have
a look for myself. I was going to saddle up my horse
and come alone, but the elves wouldn't hear of it."
Frey brushed the snowflakes from his hair. "So I
hitched my great boar, Gullinburst, to my chariot and
brought along as manyof the brave lads as could safely
fit in... wouldn't do to have one of them fall out when
we rode through the sky, now would it?" Despite the
gravity of the occasion, Frey's eyes twinkled mischievously.
"Seriously though. Heimdall, now that we're here
we seem to have run into a problem. There's nothing
to be learned out here--no sign of a struggle or anything like that; if there had been the elves would have
found it--but the Door is closed and Delling doesn't
seem to be home. At least no one came when we
shouted and pounded on the portal." Frey waved his
arms in exasperation. "We tried to force it open just
before you rode up, but it wouldn'tbudge. Why don't
you have a try at it?" It was snowing much harder now
and Frey, shivering a bit, once again pulled the hood
up over his head.
Heimdall's brows knitted in an anxious frown. "It
gets worse and worse, Frey. Delling wouldn't have left
his post willingly... something must have happened to
him, too. We must get inside." He strode past the elves,
who drew aside respectfully, and--extendingbis hands
toward the door--chanted the runic song by which the
dwarf Thjodrorir had first opened the portal long eons
past and allowed the sun wheel to proceed on its daily
rounds. A soaring descant began to issue from the now
glowing door, which trembled briefly--then abruptly
all sound, light and movement ceased. There suddenly
appeared in the center of the door, throbbing
malevolently, a complex design apparently revealed
by the music.
Heimdall whistled ruefully. "Now where did that
come from?"

"By Father Odin's lost eye,• gasped Frey, "what is
that thing?"

snow settling on its boughs as there is on all the others.
'Tisn't natural."

"That, my friend," muttered Heim.dall grimly, "is
a web of binding runes. They can only be unbound one
at a tim.e ... and in a particular sequence. One mistake
by the runemaster who tries to unravel that runic knot
and he will be instantly obliterated,"

"Not natural, indeed, Oaivalas," Heimdall exclaimed triumphantly. "How can snow settle on an
illusion? That has to be Delling's secret entrance.
Come on." And, striding to the hillside, he seemed to
walk directly into the snowless spruce tree and disappeared.

The elves looked at each other and shook their
heads in dismay as Frey turned to Heim.dall. "But
could jnn do it? You're not exactly a novice
runemaster, you know."
Heim.dall reflected a moment before responding.
"Yes, given enough tim.c--and I mean days--1 probably
could. But we don't have that kind of ti.me; the cold is
extending its icy grasp much too quickly. There must
be another way.•
One of the elves, all but his bright eyes and long
nose hidden by the high collar of his fur overtunic and
the bill of his tasseled cap, stepped forward and asked
diffidently, "Excuse me, Lord Varvis, but am I correct
in assuming that Delling opens this door each morning
by standing in front of it as you did and singing that
song?"
"That's right; it's the only way,• Heim.dall replied.
"Well, then, if the door can only be opened in that
manner, how does Delling get outside to sing to it?"
Heim.dall pounded his fist in the palm of his other
hand. "Of course, you've got it; there has to be another
entrance nearby. Now we just have to hope that
whoever sealed this door was unaware of it"
Frey enthusiastically clapped the elf on his
shoulder. "Oh, well done, Oaivalas, well done. I always
knew you were a keen fellow." Then he frowned. "But
Thor blast me if I can see another entrance, Heimdall."

"If it were obvious, it wouldn't be a secret
entrance, would it?" Heim.dall retorted, flashing his
golden smile. "I can't see it either, so it must be
protected by an illusion of some sort. If it were a
temporary illusion the door could resemble anything.
but it would be easier to maintain a permanent illusion
if the resemblance were to something with which the
door shares a similar nature. If the door is wooden
which seems most likely, it surely has retained som~
bond with the trees from which it was made.• Looking
rather pleased with him.self, Heim.dall concluded, "I
suspect that one of these spruce trees that grow amidst
the rocks on either side of the gateway is the hidden
door. But which one, I wonder?"
His musings were interrupted by an excited interjection from Oaivalas. "Look, Lord Varvis! That third
tree to the right of Delling's Door. There isn't any

"Njuolgalas, be a good fellow and look after the
animals, won't you? Oaivalas and Haksel, you come
with me." Snapping out these commands, Frey followed Heim.dall's example and, with the two elves
trailing in his wake, passed through the tree that
wasn't there.
N°JUolgalas watched them go, then set about leading Frey's boar and Heimdall's horse into the edge of
the nearby forest, where they might find at least a little
relief from the snow and wind. Having settled the
animals as best he could, the elf took shelter beneath
the lowermost boughs of a large spruce tree where he
wriggled down into the thick layer of dead needles for
warmth and began his lonely vigil.
Beyond the secret portal the feeble light of the
Underworld, supplemented by the glowing ball of
runelight conjured up by Heim.dall, was sufficient for
the party to discover that Delling' s rooms were vacant,
but there was no sign of violence to be seen. The same
was true of his son Dag's dwelling. which lay just
beyond ..but this was not unexpected since daylight
had spread across the aky on its accustomed schedule.
In fact, Dag and Skinfaxi should be reaching the
western portal about now and beginning the shorter
return trip home through the Underworlds.
The four hurried on to Sol's hall and there, by the
broken stable gate, lay Delling. Of Sol, her horses, and
the sun wheel there was no sign.
"By Freyja's golden tears," gasped Frey, "what has
happened here? Oaivalas, Haksel..you two have a
look around while Heim.dall and I see to Delling."
The elves silently slipped away to-begin a
meticulous search of the buildings and grounds, while
Frey joined Heim.dall, who knelt by the supine figure
of Delling.
"Great news, Frey! He's not dead, just unconscious." Heimdall's fingers gently probed Delling's
head and torso. "His pulse is strong, and there are no
obvious wounds-not even on his head-- yet here he
lies, and presumably has done so since this morning.
This is very strange, indeed," And Heimdall rocked
back onto his heels to consider the matter.
"Wake up, Delling; wake up, won't you. You're
our only hope to find out what has happened to Sol
and the sun wheel," Frustrated, Frey shook Delling so
hard his head rocked from side to side.
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Aghast, Heimdall reached out a restraining hand,
but withdrew it quickly when he saw a small black

object pop out of Delling's right ear--apparently dislodged by the shaking.
"What's this?" he cried, pouncing on the object
like a stooping falcon striking its prey. "By the nine
sisters that bore me, it's a sleepthorn. Well done, Frey.
Your outburst has served us well. This is one mystery
solved, and Delling should come around shortly...then, perhaps we can learn the rest,"
True to Heimdall's prediction, it was only a few
minutes later that the slightlygroggy Delling shook his
own head and slowlysat up. As soon as his eyes could
focus on Frey and Heimdall--and the two elves, who
had just returned--he burst out, 'Thank Odin you're
here. Something has happened to Sol! We've got to
find her." Delling staggered to his feet.
While Heimdall lent him a shoulder for support,
Frey exclaimed "But just what did happen to her...and
to the sun wheel?"
Delling blinked. "I'm not really sure. When she
didn't ride through the gateway at the usual time, I
came here looking for her." He paused to clear his
head. "I didn't see her near the stable, so I went to the
door of her hall and called out her name. When she
didn't answer, I feared she might be ill, so I went
inside ...and the whole place was empty. By then I was
really beginning to worry, but I thought I'd better
check inside the stable just to be sure."
"Yes, yes. Then what?" Frey demanded impatiently.
"I no sooner stuck my head inside than I was
grabbed from behind by someonewith arms like a pair
of iron bands. I struggled as best I could=that's when
the gate got broken-but he was too strong, and suddenly I felt a pain in my ear and then I don't remember
anything.until just now."
"Then you didn't see who held you?" Frey asked
in a disappointed voice.
"I was trying too hard to break loose to worry
about who it was, Frey." Delling voiced his annoyance
at Frey's implied criticism. "But he must have been a
giant,judging by the size and strength of his arms."
"Of course," interjected Heimdall. "The giants
must have stolen Sol and the sun wheeljust after Dag
rode off on Slcinfaxi or he would have noticed something was wrong. Then they left one or more of their
band behind to deal with Delling so be couldn't raise
an alarm 'til they were well away. You're fortunate,
Delling. that they decided to use a sleep thorn rather
than slay you outright Hmm, interesting." Heimdall
mused for a moment before continuing. "My guess is
that they used a sleep thorn on Sol, too, or you would
have beard her screams ...and so would I."
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"Blast it all, Heimdall," snapped Frey. "I'm not
interested in a discourse on their kidnappingtechniques ...we need to find out where they went and go
after them."
"Easier said than done, my testy friend, since we
don't know which giants are responsible."
"Excuse us, lords," said Oaivalas quietly, "but I

think we may. Haksel has smelt some of the footprints
we found--they .a.re those of giants--and he has
detected the faint but distinct odor of brimstone!
Surely that can only point to the fire giants?"
"Are you certain, Haksel?" barked Heimdall. "We
don't have the time to make a false start."
"You can trust mysniffer, Lord Varvis; it's how I
make my living. 'Twas brimstone, right enough. They
must have stomped about in it back home in Hillai, the
'land of living embers,' so their boots stink of it."
"Other folk call that place Muspellheim, but the
elvish name for it certainly is more descriptive," acknowledgedHeimdall. "At any rate, Haksel, if you're
that certain we are dealing with fire giants, then Surt
of the Flaming Sword, the lord of Muspellheim, must
be behind Sol's abduction. Alas, there is no giant
whose power is more to be feared, yet it seems we have
no choice but to seek him out in Muspellheim--and
that quickly. What think you, Frey?"
"I think it's an awfullygood thing I brought along
my rune sword, Mistletoe, whichslaysgiants of its own
accord. That more than makes up for my not being a
brawny fellow like Thor. You know I don't lack the
heart for battle, even if it's not my favorite pastime."
Frey swept the magic sword from its scabbard and
brandished it heroically in the air. "And I vow by the
golden bristles of my boar, Gullinbursti, that I'll bring
Sol and the sun wheel back from Muspellheim...or die
in the attempt."
Heimdall clapped his hands in approval." A noble
vow, good Frey, but I hope we will be able to carry out
this rescue without any loss of lives."
"That will be up to Surt and his minions; if those
scoundrelsresist us, I shall have to teach them a lesson
theywon't soon forget." Turning awayfrom Heimdall,
who barelystifled a laugh, Frey began to issue instructions to the others. "Oaivalas,Haksel...if you'regame,
you may come along with Heimdall and me in the
chariot. We're likely to have need of you when we get
to Muspellheim." Both elves nodded their approval.
"Delling. old fellow, I know you'd like to come along
and take a whackat a fire giant or two, but you'll have
to admit you're not really back to fighting trim yet.
Besides we need you to build a huge bonfire outside
the gate here to guide us back once we have rescued
the sun wheel from Muspellheim. Without that
beacon fire, we'd be pressed to find our way back."

his

his head, he addressed the elf, who had drawn closer

shoulders in resignation. "Aye, I'll tend to the
fire...and I'll try to reassure Dag when he returns. My
boy and Sol always travel back here together through
the Underworld each night, so he'll be frantic with
worry, wondering what has happened to her."

to the two gods. "Oaivalas, I think you'd better take
cover before the giants notice there are three of us.
When we come out, we may be in a bit of a hurry, and
a fewwell- placed arrows from an unexpected source
might slow the pursuit a bit." He and Frey moved
slowly to the side of the path, pausing for a moment
beside a particularly large block of cinders, to screen
the elf s departure.

Delling

started to protest, then shrugged

Bidding Delling farewell, the other four hurried
outside to rejoin Njuolgalas and readythe boar-drawn
chariot for its journey. Leaving Njuolgalas to assist
Delling, the four clambered into the chariot, which
lurched forward, then mounted sleepily into the dark,
storm-beleaguered sky. The golden flow from
Gullinbursti's bristles gave it the appearance of a
rising-- rather than falling-star.
Gullinbursti's glow was, in fact, the only light that
three of the travellers saw until the chariot began to
descend toward Muspellheim and they could begin to
perceive the eerie red light, pulsating from the mouths
of myriad volcanoes, that had enabled the far-sighted
Heimdall to direct their course southward.
They landed without too much of a jolt at the edge
of the Myrkvid, that great dark forest lying between
Muspellhein and the rest of the Nine Worlds. The
snow and ice now dominating the more morthem
lands could not secure a grip here, so close to the
eternal fires of Muspellheim, whose flickering lights
cast bizarre shadows through the outer ranks of trees-ominous, yet possessing a strange beauty. The
travellers stood enraptured for a moment, almost forgetting the urgency of their quest.
It was the impetuous Frey who first broke the
silence. "Right, then; let's get on with it, shall we?
Haksel, you stay here and look after Gullinbursti;
Oaivalas, you come along to guard our backs." And
throwing back his shoulders, Frey marched boldy into
Muspellheim.
Heimdall hurried to catch up with him, and
Oaivalas-afterpausing only long enough to string his
short recurved bow-soon trailed along a dozen paces
behind them. In silence the three proceeded deeper
and deeper into the Fiery Land, scrambling over and
around boulder-sized cinders while talcing care to
avoid noxious fumaroles, scalding steam vents, and
bubbling lava. After a mile or two they came upon a
path constructed of volcanic ash, trod flat by generations of giant feet, and decided to follow it to its
destination. For miles the path wound its way around
volcanic cones, disappearing at last in the gaping
mouth of a lava tube on the lower slope of an enormous extinct volcano. Standing by the tube's mouth
and leaning on their long, spike- headed clubs were
two fire giants, each naked save for an oxhide kilt and
thick oxhide boots.
"Well, it seems we've come to the right place,"
mused Heimdall, slowing the pace. Without turning

"I understand, Lord Varvis, and I'll be ready.
Good luck," And Oaivalas melted into the landscape,
awaiting an opportunity to find a vantage point closer
to the tube's mouth.
The two gods resumed their pace and shortly
approached the giants, who raised their clubs into the
ready position.
"Heer naw,whar do yew fellers fink yeer gawing?"
one giant queried, shaking his club menacingly.
"Yar," interposed his partner, "whar?"
Frey drew himself to his full height, and in as
haughty a menner as one can assume when speaking
to someone who towers over you, addressed the first
giant. "We wish to speak to Lord Surt, my good fellow,
and we are in a bit of a hurry, so please take us to him
at once."
The giants looked at each other and guffawed.
"Aw, yar; Sart'll be wantin' ta see yew, too, I'll wadger.
Nowt many veesiturs kawm beer, thet's sartin. Foller
me." Turning on his heel, the speaker plucked a
lighted torch from a crude fixture just inside the
entrance and proceeded to lead them up the tunnel
formed by the lava tube, his partner remaining behind
to guard the entrance.
"What a pair of bumpkins!" Frey whispered to
Heimdall.
The tunnel extended all the way into the volcano's
crater, where the party emerged to face a magnificent
hall of skillfully worked stone.
"Why, this looks like dwarvish craftsmanship,;;...:.
observed Heimdall with surprise.
"Yar," acknowledged their guide, "the leetle
peeple helped us. 'Twere that or be skwayzed, it were.
Thay choosed ter halp, thay did ... after we skwayzed
the first un. His leetle eyes popped right outta his
leetle haid. Nayver laft so hard in me life." His whole
torso convulsed at the memory.
"Utterly barbaric," snarled Frey, placing his hand
on his sword hilt.
"Not now,• hissed Heimdall, "be patient."
The giant did not seem to notice this exchange
and led the gods into the hall. "Veesiturs, Lord Sart,"
bellowedtheir guide, and theylooked up at the impos-
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ing pair that sat in the high seats at the end of the
hall-Surt and Sinmara, the ruler ofMuspellheim and
his consort.They had the thick black hair and swarthy
complexion characteristic of fire giants, but their
bodies were more finely proportioned than those of
the tunnel guards, and their faces almost handsome.
Surt and Sinmara wore the traditional oxhide kilt and
boots, and she also wore a short leather cloak that only
partly concealed her ample,yet comely bosom. On the
wall behind them, pulsating with an evil red glow,hung
Worlds' Bane, Surt's flaming sword.

"Be very careful, Frey," murmured Heimdall.
"Don't be misled by the other giants we've met, Surt
and his wife are cunning, dangerous adversaries.
Don't underestimate them,"
Surt's strong. deep voice rang out. "Hrym, you
may return to your post." The guide touched his
forelock in acknowledgementand ambled off. "Come
forward, travellers, and let us have a look at you. It
isn't often we get visitors here in Muspellheim. The
climate suits us well enough, but most other folk seem
to find it a bit too warm for their taste." He chuckled
softly. "Though now that the weather farther north
seems to be changing a bit, perhaps their appreciation
for heat will grow. What do you think?" Surt's saturnine features twisted into a smirk.
"Have done with this cat-and-mouse act, Surt, you
blackguard," shouted Frey, taking a step toward the
high seats. "What have you done with Sol and the sun
wheel?"
Surt leaped to his feet and towered over them.
"Go carefully, Frey ...yes, I know who you are-and
Heimdall, too-thereisn't much that I don't know. But
I will answer your question because it amuses me to
do so ... and because there is nothing you can do to
change things." He folded his arms and stared disdainfully down at them. "Yes, I took the sun wheel..and
the girl, too. And with good reason. Muspellheim is
the F1cry Land and we fire giants love heat, yet the
path of the sun wheel always takes it so far to the north
of us that we can scarcely feel its heat and onlysee its
fiery glow low against the northern sky. It wasn't fair
that the most ancient of the Nine Worlds should be
treated with so little honor ...so I decided to remedy
the situation." Surt smiled a sinister smile. "Now our
honor has been restored and the sun wheel belongs to
Muspellheim. Tomorrow we will place it atop this
volcano where it will light the Fiery Land forever."
"That remains to be seen, Surt," interjected Heimdall, "but what have you done with my kinswoman
Sol?"
"The girl is a kinswoman of yours, Heimdall?That
I didn't know. I hadn't planned to bring her back with
us, but when I saw her I was quite taken with the beauty
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of her red-gold hair. I was going to make her my
concubine, but Sinmara objected so strongly..."
Surt glanced aside at his wifewho, glaring back at
him, leaped to her feet and, throwing back her cloak,
demanded proudly, "And why shouldn't I have objected? Am I not woman enough for any man?"
While Frey gaped admiringly, Heimdall
responded diplomatically"Let there be no doubt on
that score, Lady Sinmara, as I'm sure Lord Surt fully
appreciates.But wouldn't it contribute to your marital
bliss if Frey and I simplyremoved the source of your
annoyance by taking Sol back with us?"
Sinmara rearranged her cloak and looked at
Heimdall appraisingly."You seem to have remarkably
good taste--and sense-for someone who isn't a giant,
Hcimdall. Yes, there is nothing I'd like better than to
have that girl as far from Muspellheim as you can take
her... and the sooner, the better."
"Humph, well, Heimdall," muttered Surt, "since
the girl is your kinswoman, I think I can be generous
and return her to you. She's asleep yet in that bedcloset off to your left. Take her and be welcome."
Heimdall strode to the bed-closet at which Surt
pointed and, throwing open the doors, gazed upon
Sol's recumbent form. With a cry of relief, he knelt by
her side and gently removed the sleep thorn from her
ear.
While Heimdall was thus occupied, Frey turned
to Surt and demanded "Now then, Surt, let's have no
more nonsense about the sun wheel staying in
Muspellheim.Many beings are freezing to death even
as we speak, so the sun wheel must resume its daily
path as soon as Sol is fit to ride. You must produce it
and Sol's horses at once."
"You dare take that tone with me, insolent godling?" Surt snarled. "You have outstayed your welcome. Begoneat once or taste my flaming sword." And
he wrenched Worlds' Bane from the wall.
Mistletoe seemed to leap into Frey's hand of its
own accord, gleaming bluish white like glacial ice.
"Mistletoe thrives on a diet of giant flesh, Surt, so I
fancy she'll be more than a match for your vaunted
blade. Let's have at it, you villain."
The giant leaped down from the dais and
launched a vicious overhand swing at Frey's head.
Gripping Mistletoe's hilt with both hands, the god
managed to parry the blow though the force of it
caused him to stumble backwards a pace or two. When
the blades met, the air crackled with their unleashed
power and acrid steam billowed toward the ceiling.
Surt stepped back in astonishment. "That's impossible! Your blade should have melted beneath
Worlds' Bane's flame."

Frey grinned at him boyishly. "Oh, Mistletoe

is

special, Surt, very special indeed. She's the handiwork
of a dwarvish master- smith, who forged her in the
depths of misty Niflheim. On the verge of the great
spring Hvergelmir was she tempered...tempered in
those icy waters made venomous with the slaver of the
dragons that dwell there."
"Dragon venom!" hissed Surt. "Your sword is imbued with the Cold Fire? No wonder it could absorb
the flame without being destroyed." He shuddered
involuntarily, for dragons were the nemesis of giants
and trolls, and there was nothing they feared more.
"Still, even if the blades are evenly matched, their
wielders are not. I am your superior in reach and
strength, Frey, so your doom is inevitable." Surl's eyes
gleamed like fire as he leaped to the attack once more,
raining blow after blow against Frey's weakening
defenses.
With each blow, the earth beneath them groaned
and shuddered as if the fabric of the Nine Worlds was
being shaken ... which, indeed, it was, for in order to
regenerate the flame that Mistletoe continued to absorb, Worlds' Bane was drawing upon the very energy
that binds the Nine Worlds together.
Sensing this--and being concerned for Frey's
safery--Heimdall gently but firmly disengaged himself
from the grateful embrace of the now revived Sol, and
shouted at the combatants to stop... to no avail. Surt
was too immersed in battle fury to hear him, and it was
all Frey could do to defend himself. Frustrated, Heimdal! pulled the diminished Gjallerhorn from beneath
his cloak and, murmuring a brief incantation, restored
the great horn to its full size, placed the mouthpiece
to his lips, and gently blew. Though Heimdall had
winded it lightly, the resultingnote belled resoundingly through the room, hurling the combatantsoff their
feet and flattening Sinmara against the back of her
chair.
"Now that I have your attention, I say enough of
this! Frey, surelyyou can see thatyou can't defeat Surt.
And Surt, you must realize that I won't allow you to
kill Frey. If I wind the Gjallerhom with all my might,
your hall will be blown away and the note will echo
throughout the Nine Worlds. The hosts of Asgard will
march and Ragnarok will be upon us. Are you truly
prepared to bring about the Last Battle now?" Heimdall stood poised to lift the Gjallerhorn to his lips once
again.
"I will nill. give up the sun wheel," grated Surt.
Frey staggered to his feet, gasping "It'll soon be
the end of most of the Nine Worlds anyway if the sun
wheel doesn't go back," and he wearily began to lift
Mistletoe again.
"Will you two headstrong fools never listen? Since
neither side can get everything it wants, only a com-
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promise can avoid total disaster for everyone. Here is
what I propose: Sol and the sun wheel will return to
her home .. : Frey grinned and a scowling Surt started
to splutter, but Heimdall continued. "Now hear me
out, l say. They come back home, but henceforth Sol
will alter her route a little each day so that part of the
year she will swing closer to Muspellheim and the
other part closer to the northern lands. The folk who
live in the North will have to learn to put up with
colder, darker winters than before, but ones they can
survive... and Muspellheim's honor is upheld in the
bargain. What say you, Surt?"
A brief period of silence, which seemed to last an
eternity, ensued. Finally Surt sighed, "I don't seem to
have a great deal of choice, Heimdall, do I, since--as
you shrewdly surmised--l'm not really ready for Ragnarok, Let it be as you say... but I warn you that your
end of the bargain had better be honored or
Muspellheim will bring the Last Battle to Asgard."
"You may rely upon my word, Surt, and Frey's too.
Can't he, Frey?"
Frey gritted his teeth and muttered his assent
though it clearly pained him to do so.
Some time later, after Sol and the sun wheel were
aloft and awaiting Frey's boar-drawn chariot to guide
them home, Heimdall, Frey and Oaivalas paused to
take leave of the small group of fire giants, who had
escorted them to the border of Muspellheim. The
exchange was decidedly cool=not surprising under
the circumstances-though in response to Heimdall's
query, Surt did tell him that the binding rune on
Delling's Door could be destroyed by simply thrusting
Mistletoe into the heart of the rune-web and allowing
the sword to absorb and dissipate the charm.
The two gods and their elf companion hurried off
to find Frey's chariot and its guardian in the fringes of
the Myrkvid. On an impulse, Heimdall looked back
over his shoulder and, seeing Surt and Sinmara still
standing there watching the receding figures of the
party from Asgard, he waved them a final farewell.
Surt encircled his wife's shoulders with one arm
and raised the other in a reluctant salute. "I hate to
admit it, my love, but I could almost like that one ...he
respects us eventhough we are the enemies of his race.
As for Frey..," Surt's face darkened and his voice
thickened, "he and I shall meet again someday, and
when we do I vow he won't have that accursed iceblade to protecthim. In fact, by then the gods will have
come to hate the very word 'mistletoe.' Just wait and
see."
The giant couple stood in silence until they saw
the golden light of Gullinbursti hurtling northward,
followed at a distance by the sun wheel; then they
turned, and, hand-in-band, slowly followed the ashen
path back co their volcanic home.

* * *
"Well, lad, there it is," concluded Ragnar with a
smile. "I think now you can see why this season, when
Sol travels closest to Muspellheim, we call 'Wheel
Time,' and, of course, we burn the Hjul Log to be sure
she can find her way north again."
"Do you think she really needs it, uncle?" queried
Dag.
"Well, she's never said, but doing it makes
everyone feel better, and it certainly can't hurt because she's come back on schedule every year since."
The boy thought about that for a moment. "I guess
that's so. And I can understand now about the vows
sworn to Frey on the boar. But why isn't there anything
honoring Heimdall?"
The man reached over and rumpled his nephew's
hair. "I don't know for certain, but I don't think Heimdall particularly likes to be the center of attention. He
freed his kinswoman and the sun wheel without
anyone being killed, which is what he set out to do, so
I suspect he was happy enough for Frey to get the
glory."
The boy absorbed this, nodding briefly, then
frowned.
"What's troubling you, Dag? Are you still concerned about Heimdall's honor?" Ragnar asked sympathetically.

"No, uncle, rm just worried about what Surt said
at the end. You know ... about Mistletoe being cursed
or something."
"Then you can put your mind at rest, my boy. Surt
forgot that Heimdall could hear every word he uttered, and 'forewarned is forearmed' as they say."
Ragnar grinned a toothy grin. "To honor Frey's blade
and counter the curse--if there ever was one--they
used a powerful runic ritual to change the name of
Mistletoe to Protector of Worlds. A very apt name,
don't you think? In remembrance of the sword's role
in rescuing Sol and the sun wheel, folk hang sprigs of
mistletoe in their halls during Hjultide ... and, if a curse
does follow the name, it's awfully hard to imagine it
being transferred to such an innocent little plant, now
isn't it?"
"Yes, but..." Dag began.
"No buts, my boy, no buts. The future holds what
it holds for each of us, and there is no point in spoiling
the joy of the present by worrying about what may or
may not come to pass. That's my advice. Now then,
enough tale-telling and advice-giving for one night.
It's high time you were asleep. You'll need to be well
rested tomorrow if we are going to take a trip by
reindeer sled to visit the elves." And Ragnar smiled
fondly down at his nephew as he pulled the eiderdown
comforter up around his shoulders and tucked him in
for the night. 0

THE PRODIGAL SON'S OLDER BROTHER WONDERS ABOUT THE RIGHT AND LEFT PATH
by Dirk J. Verhulst

I recognized first the old limp
as you walked over the horizon
on the road which disappears
directly to the left of the sun,
the same road on which you had departed
so hastily ten years before when you
finally abandoned your dark basement retreat.
From where I stood in our father's field
I had time to think about what I would say to you.
I, whose dreams had long ago taken on
the solidity of house and furniture,
the flesh of wife and children.
Did God grant you salvation
in his soup kitchens and welfare lines?
Did you find wisdom beyond the sun?
Or did your world shrink to the size of a bottle?
As I look at the fences which have for so long

defined the cautious limits of my life,
I wonder about the harvests of conventionality,

the need for brackets aroundexperience,
the reassurance of the right-hand path.
Later, when I looked in through
the window of the house and saw you
and the others eating and drinking
and laughing, I wondered about
the differentpaths that had brought us here.
Now I, who have not spumed the sun and fields,
watch as you carefully cultivate a tiny tray
ofplants in a green house large enough to
supply the entireJann with seedlings.
Sometimes, at night,I hear you
and wonder what demons knock
at your windows and cause you to sleep
with a knife under your pillow.

11ie Mythir Circle # 11, pg. 9

